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places against their rivals in the international struggle,
in spite of the secularisation of social sanctions and of
the institution of marriage, and in spite of the rapid
spread of the habit of independent thought and action
among the people. For all these are influences that
weaken those social supports of the parental instinct
which seem to have been necessary for the continued
welfare of the societies of every age.

Up to this point of our discussion we have assumed
that the strength of these two instincts remains un-
changed from generation to generation, and that any
changes of their operation in societies are due to changes
of customs and social sanctions. But this assumption
may be questioned. It may be that the instincts them-
selves are growing weaker. And this is the assumption
commonly made by writers in the newspapers who call
attention from time to time to the fall of the birth-rate,
which has continued at an increasing rate in nearly all
civilised countries during the last thirty or forty years.
They commonly attribute it to a decay or progressive
weakening of the maternal instinct, under some mysterious
influence of civilisation. But there is no good evidence
that any such decay is occurring ; while, on the other
hand, a number of considerations justify us in asserting
with some confidence that the fall of the birth-rate, which
seems inevitably to accompany the attainment of a high
level of civilisation, is not due to any such decay of the
parental instinct, but rather is to be attributed to social
changes of the kinds noted above. In the first place,
this instinct, like all other human and animal qualities,
is subject to individual variations which, in our present
state of ignorance, we call spontaneous ; and it is probable
that in every society there have been persons in whom it
was decidedly less strong than in the average human being.
Now, in respect to this instinct, as well as the instinct of
reproduction, natural selection operates in the most
certain and direct fashion; for there can be no..doubt-
that persons in whom either, or both, of these instincts
are weak will on the average have fewer children than
those in whom the instincts are strong* This particular